
The State Arsenal

In Service Since 1850

The Kentucky legislature ordered construction of the State Arsenal in 1850
and appropriated $8,000 to pay for its construction. The initial appropriation
bill required that the State Arsenal be at least one-half mile away from the
capitol. This distance would protect the capitol from damage like that suf­
fered in 1836 when an earlier arsenal on the capitol grounds exploded and
burned.



Frankfort resident Nathanial C. Cook was the architect who designed the State Arsenal in
1850. He also designed several other public buildings in Kentucky, including court houses
and churches. Cook served as a private in the First Kentucky Regiment ofMounted Volun­
teers in the Mexican War and in the Civil War was a member of the 36th Regiment of
Enrolled Militia called out by the governor to defend Frankfort against Confederate raiders
in June 1864. The success of this defense probably saved the Arsenal from destruction at
the hands of the Confederates.



Reproduced here is a page from the 1860 record book of weapons coming into and being
issued from the State Arsenal. It includes entries recording loans of weapons for shooting
pigeons and fighting duels. At this time the Arsenal housed over 12,000 weapons includ­
ing nearly 8,000 muskets, over 800 rifles, 1,500 pistols, and 1,200 swords.



Off.ice of lhe (~unrlmllilsler ~)tl\erilt,

TOR TIlE STATE OF KF.~TUCKY

This list records the weapons and equipment removed from the State Arsenal by the Con­
federates during their occupation ofFrankfort in late 1862. In 1864, the State Arsenal was
under hostile gunfire for the only time in its history. In June of that year the Confederates
attempted to take Frankfort again. Gunners on the Arsenal lawn exchanged shots with
Confederate cavalrymen on the opposite bank of the Kentucky river.
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This portion of an inventory of the State Arsenal from the last quarter of the nineteenth
century demonstrates the great variety and enormous volume ofmilitary material that passed
through the building. Everything from overcoats to tin cups carne here for storage and
eventual issue to Kentucky State Guard troops.
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Records of the history of the State Arsenal contain many letters like this one recommend­
ing a candidate for the office of Keeper of the State Arsenal. Like most state positions in
the late nineteenth century, this job was awarded as a political favor to friends of the
governors. Political loyalty and service on the appropriate side during the Civil War were
deemed essential qualifications for the job.



This photograph shows a rather unkempt State Arsenal in 1900. During the Goebel assas­
sination crisis the Arsenal was kept under close guard for fear that one of the warring
political factions would make an attempt to seize the many arms stored there. Cooler
heads prevailed, and no such attempt was made.



A one-pounder Hotchkiss Gun fires a ceremonial salute from the lawn of the State ArsenaL
For decades this building was the site of such salutes on special occasions, and remains so
today. The legislature required some of these by law. Such events as deaths of state and
national leaders, anniversaries of the Battle of New Orleans and other national triumphs, as
well as Independence Day, saw gunners banging away with national salutes in front of the
State ArsenaL Most recently, Governor Jones' inaugural parade was started following the
firing of cannon from the lawn of the Arsenal and cannon again roared from the lawn to
commemorate Kentucky's bicentenniaL



The State Arsenal has been extensively renovated several times. This photograph prob­
ably shows the building following the 1915 work. By then it bore a coat of gray paint. In
the early 1960s this was replaced by green. In 1973 the green paint was removed to return
the building to its natural brick appearance.



In 1934 a fire of indeterminate origin gutted the interior of the State Arsenal. Thousands of
dollars worth of government property was destroyed but the outer walls of the building
remained solid and a new interior was soon installed. It remains in place today,



Renovation Under Way
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Arsenal Will House Military History Museum

By the early 1970s the Department of Military Affairs had built a new complex called the
Boone Center on the outskirts of Frankfort and the State Arsenal was no longer needed.
Meanwhile, the Kentucky Historical Society's restoration of the Old Capitol had displaced
the extensive collection of weapons and other military relics once housed there. In 1973
officials of both agencies decided to place the Historical Society collection in the National
Guard building and create the Kentucky Military History Museum.



On February 18, 1974, the Kentucky Military History Museum opened to the public. Gov­
ernor, now U.S. Senator, Wendell Ford spoke at the opening ceremonies and formally
opened the museum. The Old State Arsenal continues to house "the military relics, weap­
ons, and banners" of the Commonwealth of Kentucky. The Old State Arsenal has re­
mained in service for its original purpose far longer than any other building erected by
Kentucky state govemment.



Placing 90mm cannon dUring .conslruclion a/parking 101, July,1991.

During the winter of 1990, the Kentucky National Guard appropriated $120,000 to con­
struct a desperately needed parking lot. This new area greatly increased public accessibil­
ity to the Old State Arsenal and its museum. Today, because of this addition, groups of
school children taking part in the museum's educational programs can safely exit and enter
their buses without being subjected to the dangers of Main Street traffic.



Now, during the twentieth anniversary of the Arsenal's use as the Kentucky Military His­
tory Museum, it is imperative that efforts be made to retard deterioration caused by the
continual use of this. treasured landmark by thousands· of the state's citizens and visitors
from around the world.

The Arsenal itself is a treasured artifact and the time has come to begin to treat it with the
respect it so rightfully deserves.
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Kentucky Military History Museum

1991-1995
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